Abstract. In the context of Portuguese teachers unions, the adoption of information and communication technologies is nowadays a reality. However, in our opinion, their internet portals still lack interaction, participation, and collaboration, as they are mostly concentrated on unidirectional information dissemination between union representatives and other education stakeholders. This paper aims at presenting a proposal of digital mediation based on a conceptual model and the corresponding proof of concept -a Web applicationto support communication between teachers unions and other stakeholders. We strongly believe that this proposal can enrich web portals of teachers unions with innovative features and, as a result, contribute to strengthen the relationship between unions and the education community and to foster participation among all stakeholders in the education process. This paper also addresses an initiative carried out by the teachers union of the Centre region of Portugal, where the proposed platform was used to create sporadic participation events supporting bidirectional asynchronous communication.
Introduction
Information and communication technologies (ICTs) have enabled creation of the so called 'electronic' dimension, resulting in paradigm shifts of already existing notions related to business, governance and education. In this context, the way people interact, participate and collaborate in the modern society was drastically modified. Uses of the Internet are becoming relatively more interactive and user-oriented. The Web 2.0 and more recently the rise of Social Media have not only created new playing fields for communication and self-expression but also new forms of social behavior. A key factor of both Web 2.0 and Social Media is participation. Trade unions recognized the potential of ICTs too late and when they decided to adopt them, they limited their application to the storage, processing, and dissemination A.A. Sousa et al.
of information through the Internet [1, 2] . In the Portuguese case, the major obstacle to their implementation lies essentially within the organizations either because of the required skills or, most importantly, because of the changes that they induce [3] . Recent studies show a predominance of one-way communication in most Portuguese trade unions websites [4, 5] . According to Quental and Gouveia the potential of ICTs in teacher unions will only be effective if the investment is framed within a strengthening strategy of the organization which implies the promotion of inclusion, participation and transparency [6] .
From the observation of user participation in Portuguese teachers unions websites we realized that, in most cases, it is reduced to sending e-mails or to fill in contact forms, demonstrating lack of higher level e-participation initiatives. Moreover, when we analyzed the type of communication between unions and the education stakeholders, we also verified, as illustrated in Figure 1 , that it is mostly concentrated in using unidirectional communication. These findings are aligned with the bibliographic research outcomes.
Fig. 1. Unidirectional communication between teachers unions and the education community
Hence, as a result of these findings, a preliminary important research question emerged: How to strengthen the relationship between teachers unions and the education community, and foster participation among all stakeholders in the education process, through digital mediation? Note that, in this paper, we adopt the definition of digital mediation proposed by Manuel Castells as the computer-mediated communication [7] .
In order to address this question, we believe that it would be useful and desirable to develop a technological solution that promotes participation and structured and multidirectional (synchronous and asynchronous) communication between teachers union, its associated members and other education stakeholders, in a single, neutral and regulated place.
Such solution would take the form of an e-participation tool and take into account the requirements and needs of these actors. On the one hand it would enable teachers to become clarified on the most important education questions and problems and, on
